The ^east 



Inspired 6y The TagCes' "3-CoteC CaCifornia." 
('Recommended tHat you read this with that _p Cay ing in the hackground) 

JAs pinpricks of Cigh-t force their way tfirougfi the great cCoth of the sky above, the 
magnificent ember -which iCCuminates the cCesoCate highway ancCsoCitary structure BeCow 
drowns in a sea of past eC-w ashed outcropping s and dunes to the west. I regard the 
chestnut and vermiCCion-fiued screams reaching out aCong the sandy horizon with a tinge 
of empathy, taking in the Catest set of ceCestiaC death throes a gCance at a time, through 
narrow sCits in the tower waCC, as I make my way up the spiraCing staircase. My gut 
sinks further towards my feet with every step I mount. The destination that awaits me 
Cies in the uppermost ceCCofthis structure, this monument to deception, this strange sort 
of symhoCic sanatorium masquerading as an asyCum of a more appeaCing sort. OnCy I and 
'The ^oman can distinguish the reaCtty in this haze ofiCCusion 

There is no choice in my ascent. I pad sCither, fCap and f Cop onwards andupwards, 
not driven personaC preferences, hut rather By an irresistiBCe compuCsion. The eternaC 
shifting of my form - now a woCf; something with scaCes; now ho cn^es, fangs, and feathers 
-compCicates the matter as aCways. JA Ceg is set on a step, onCy to retreat into my torso. 
JA serpentine wriggCe grows ineffective as my entire seCf shrinks and spouts seraphic 
extensions from the spine. 'Wings evaporate midfCap, depositing me to tumBCe roughCy, if 
BriefCy, whiCe I adapt to six sCim carapaced Cegs. Stiff, I make progress far too fast for my 
fiking. If my wiffwas unchained, fdgfadfy never reach the top. Terhaps instead Td 
journey outside to fie in soft and stiff p feasant fy warm sand with the fizards and cacti, 
and count the emerging stars, yet that wiCCnever Be. 

In myfutife duskdream, I aCmost miss the fact that I've arrived at the summit of 
these steps; a simpfe fanding with an unoBstructed doorway fies directfy ahead. There's 
no need for a door, when any of us here. But perhaps The Woman, woufdwefcome an 
oBstacfe to entering the chamBer ahead with soBs of wet gratitude. The dying gasps of the 
sun mingfe with the Brightfy rising funar fight to dispfay the centerpiece and soCe focus 
of the cyfindricaf chamBer my means of massive ungfassed windows, through which a 
s fight Breeze Bfows with an otherworfdfy fow moan. J'iffing nearfy the entirety of the 
space is a massive round taBfe, facking any seats. Qofd-crusted Bottfes with a faint sheen 
of condensation over the pink fCuid within rest in chiffy and ornate frozen cauCdrons, 
refeasing sparse vapors into the air. One of these BottCes of Beckoning Beverage sits 
Between every taBfe setting at its non-existent seat, each p faces consisting of naught But 
a crystaf gfass, a miCky china dish, an intricatefy fofded fength of crimson sifk serving as 
a napkin, and a BCade differing in styCefor eachpface, some Cong andsCim, others more 
stuBBy, serrated daggers. In the center of the taBCe, a siCver pCatter compCete with 
oversized carving fork and Cong serrated knife mocks me. JACCofthis rests on a steriCe, 
snow-white taBCecCoth covering the ancient yet strong wood BeCow with a stunningCy 
Bright show offaCse innocence. 



JAs aCways, my compuCsion forces me to cCimB upon the siCky, shimmering surface 
and Cie in the center, the instruments j>CacecC there digging into my underside. JAs soon as 
J settCe, I begin to hear the thuds of the crowd ascending the jyassageway with much 
greater ease than I had. Soon, they enter- 'the many famiCiar men and a new arrivaC, 
feCCow jrrisoners here, andThe IVoman, Bringing up the rear. "Each ones disj>Cays a styCe 
of fashion or comfort sjyanning the past century, yet each the same one they've worn 
since the day of their arrivaC. OnCy one ever changes- tonight, the yeoman has chosen a 
sweejjing dress of sanguine siCk that accentuates every curve and Bend of her enticing 
figure, they circCe the taBCe siCentCy, save the ^oman, who moves to stare out at the 
Candscajye BeCow. JAs her eyes sweep across the scene, the gutturaCCy whimpering Breeze 
causes her short train to rippk gentCy, shimmering scarCet in her wake. 

the cCothes of the men are not the onCy constant in their appearance; the 
ravenous and terrified gCare deep within their eyes is invariaBCe as weCQ andnow 
accentuated By the varying sCivers ofsteeC, colder than the champagne Before them, 

cCenched in white-knuckCed fists as they stand BareCy restrained Behind designated 
pCaces. the woman has trained her pCay things wed. She spins suddenCy to face them, a 
signaC which grants them a minute degree of reCease. J^ot Bothering with manners fit for 
the setting, they rush upon me with wiCdaBandon, scramBCing onto the taBCe, Dishes and 
gCasses andnapkins cCattering and shattering andfCoating to thefCoor in their frenzy. I 
watch, as if aBove, whiCe they sCash andstaB at my corporeaC carcass. Jsfo hot pain isfeCt, 
no BCoodof mine fads... But the coCd of the steeC sinks into my BeastCy souC. turning my 
gaze up to the mirrored ceding... 

...the perpetuaC truth Becomes entireCy visiBCe to my eyes without the effort it 
usuaCCy takes. I am not settCedin the center of that aCtar to vanity. But rather shattered 
among each of them, deep inside. Spread haphazardCy across the taBCe, they sCash and 
staB not at a physicaC representation of me. But at t^emsefves, sCashing and staining the 
immacuCate cCoth of the taBCe a dark and spotted BCoody red SmaCCpooCs form in the 
pockmarks of the scarred mahogany Beneath the shroud of textiCe, spCashes of that sticky 
fCuid of Cife and death concurrentCy tracing the ancient wounds of the wood. My ghostCy 
eyes meet those of the IVoman. She smiCes, But she cannot hide the truth and terror 
within even her. I see the soCe drop of BCood running down her wrists, sCiding down her 
hand, pooCing at the tip of her ring finger, andfaCCing to thefCoor with an inaudiBCe yet 
earth-shaking effect. Tven she is not immune to me. I am in even her, gnawing at the 
armor around her souCs from the inside as weCC 

they cannot separate themseCves from me. 

they cannot stop me. 

they cannot kiCCme. 

for I am the "Beast 

Tfiem. 
JifC 
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